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THEOLOGY AND YELLOW JOURNALISM 

THE BANE OF THE HEADLINE 

This is the day of publicity. Privacy can set no limits which the 
newspaper feels bound to respect. In the name of the freedom of 
the press, men outrage the sanctity of the home, steal portraits, 
charge in battalions armed with cameras upon every person who 
achieves fame or notoriety, and when they cannot obtain interviews, 
they "fake" them. And simultaneously the newspaper proclaims 
its solemn sense of its duty to control and educate public opinion. 

Newspapers do shape public opinion. Not, however, through 
their editorials. The man who writes the headlines is the real maker 
of American opinion. Editorial influence has retreated behind 
modern methods of casting large-faced type. Even the man who takes 
time to read the matter below the heading reads the heading first. 
It gives him his views on religion as well as on athletics. Belief in 
plenary inspiration, having fled the Bible, has fixed itself upon these 
brazen epitomes of news written by men who must attract attention 
or lose their jobs. 

It is no wonder that teachers of religion suffer. If they ven- 
ture to lead men into what they believe to be a better view of God's 
dealing with his world, they fall into the hands of the sensation- 
vender. If you are sane you are worthless as "copy." So the 
reporter and the headline-writer treat you as insane. Views are 
unhesitatingly ascribed to well-known men which are in direct con- 
tradiction with their whole manner of life and teaching. Not the 
slightest effort is put forth to discover whether or not the individual 
has indeed experienced such a reversal of convictions. Glaring 
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headlines boldly make startling proclamations for which the sub- 
joined copy furnishes not the slightest basis. Sentences are wrenched 
out of their proper context, tortured into saying that which bears not 
the slightest relation to their original import, and distorted out of all 
semblance to their real selves. Everything and everybody are relent- 
lessly sacrificed to the Moloch of sensationalism. 

When a baseball game is to be reported our city editors put an 
expert on the assignment. When a theological lecture or sermon or 
book or article is to be noticed they send anybody who happens to be 
handy. And if he (or she) fails to bring in something "newsy," 
they turn it over to men who know what "news" is and to headline- 
writers who know what ink can do. Nobody then bothers with facts. 

The magazines, too, are beginning to follow suit. Muckraking in 
politics having ceased to yield circulation, magazine writers are 
investigating theology and the church — but always with the perverted 
sense that the public prefers its news "high." One magazine, in a 
recent issue, reports a teacher as "blasting at the rock of ages," 
because he does not believe that God actually engraved with his 
finger the ten commandments on two slabs of stone. The author of 
the article in question pillories supposedly self-respecting teachers by 
printing sensational legends under their photographs which he had 
obtained from them as a favor on the plea that he was about to write 
an article on their colleges. Another magazine assumes the church 
to be a failure and writes church workers to give their reasons therefor ! 

And presiding over the entire Walpurgisnacht of sensationalism, 
ignorance, and crudity is the man who can turn a clever "legend" 
or headline regardless of fact, person, or self-respect. 

A CONDITION — NOT A THEORY 

We make no apology for this estimate of the situation. We are 
simply describing what actually is happening. And the worst of it 
is that good men, clergymen and laymen alike, believe this sort of 
thing rather than the denials an over-persecuted man or institution 
may make. This large-typed misrepresentation and prevarication 
become infectious. The public loses its conscience. If, as lately 
happened, a religious teacher, in order to emphasize the truth of 
Christianity, says that the values introduced by Jesus into life would 
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continue even if Jesus were to be forgotten, the Associated Press 
telegraphs over the nation that he said the world would be better 
off if Jesus never lived. Thereupon the headline-possessed public 
believes it. And the plague of lies is nationalized. 

Men of science are as helplessly at the mercy of ignorance and a 
perverse estimate of "news" as the theologian. It is only a few years 
since the foremost physiologist in America was made an international 
joke by a reporter who could not distinguish a pleasantry from a 
statement of fact. What astronomer does not fear to give forth an 
observation or an hypothesis for fear of inane misrepresentation? 
What biologist but recalls the injury done to the reputation of a great 
investigator because boys and girls in the guise of correspondents 
and " space-writers " made his serious and marvelous discoveries the 
butt of their smartness ? 

The implication of all this is obvious. It presupposes a deadening 
of conscience on the part of the newspaper public. The reputation of 
the teacher of science or of religion is his stock-in-trade. To destroy 
that heedlessly is as criminal an act as to destroy any other kind of 
property. For a teacher to have newspaper notoriety as a sensation 
monger thrust upon him, is to be deprived of that which he holds 
dearer than life, the respect and esteem of his fellow men. A reli- 
gious teacher is surely entitled to as much consideration at the bar of 
public opinion as is granted the criminal by the courts. Acting upon 
a contrary principle the church is continually in danger of becoming 
an occasion of ridicule. And, perhaps, worst of all, it paralyzes a 
man's power of usefulness. It closes up the avenues of approach to 
men's minds and hearts, and effectually balks all his efforts to lead 
them into fuller light and larger life. 

THE REMEDY IN PUBLIC OPINION 

Religion is as sacred as science and far closer to the life of millions 
of men and women. It should be treated seriously. But it never 
will be so treated by our public press until religious people them- 
selves demand sanity and ordinary honesty in reporter and editor 
and headline-writer. Our work of bringing the truths of our faith 
home to an age that needs enlightenment will become a source of 
misery and reaction until it is given the fair play accorded the prize- 
fight and the baseball game. 
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We believe in the freedom of the press, but not in the present orgy 
of misinterpretation. If the press is to take up theology and religion 
let it take it up soberly. It can be taught its lesson here as in the case 
of Christian Science. Who sees that faith maligned nowadays? 
If the wider religious public were equally loyal to its duty to see its 
positions properly defended and portrayed, it would suffer less. The 
situation is too serious to admit of further neglect. Truth is too 
precious to be subject to the whims of men whose one aim in life is to 
attract attention. 

In the meantime we must go on bravely and, if need be, self-sacri- 
ficingly seeking to bring the gospel home to men who in too many 
instances have been taught to mistake theories of inspiration for the 
Bible and the rhetoric of pretentious ignorance for the ministry of 
the Word. We believe that truth though crushed to earth will rise 
again; in our better, more optimistic moments we believe theology 
will survive the daily press. 



